CAESAR      IN      ABYSSINIA	271
the cause of their failure. Only the King of Kings could
give their broken-hearted forces a new courage, and
perhaps more ammunition.
The Askaris that had come over from the Italians
to Kassa" fought to the death, though leaderless, against
the 3rd Army Corps on the Gheva fords. One by one
the machine-guns toppled them over and their tall
fantastic tarbooshes rolled, red bobble and all, down the
rocks.
It was now the turn of Ras Imru, last and most brilliant
of the northern Ras, the self-made administrator of
Harrar, Wollo and Gojjam, most modern of the
Ethiopians.
Imru, though his men were the first to undergo the test
of mustard gas, was the only Ethiopian in this war who
knew how to carry out an offensive with small means. His
was the worst-armed of all the northern armies, but it did
the most.
Since December Imru had been in the possession of the
whole of southern Shire. First he penetrated as far as
Selaclaca : then came his astonishing raid into Eritrea.
Profiting from the diversion which this caused, he cleaned
up all the Takkaze fords and provided himself with several
alternative routes of supply. When one trail from the
Takkaze was gassed to injure the livestock, Imru's men
used another.
Gradually he forced the 2nd Army Corps under Mara-
vigna to withdraw outposts until they were only five
kilometres from Axum. He paid his men regularly,
although many of them had no claims to pay.
In the matter of payment Ethiopia was as in almost
every phase of its life straddled between the old and the
new. Theoretically the regular household troops, like the
Imperial Guard and the soldiers around each Governor,
were paid, though not necessarily in the field. Sometimes
the Ethiopians thought that no present pay was better :
then, in hopes of pay to come the soldiers would fight
longer. This view predominated among the northern
Ras : the idea that a cave full of boxes of silver would
always keep the army in a state of loyal expectation satisfied
Mulugeta especially, who sometimes doled out a dollar or

